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Abstract 
Improving predictive validity of personality inventory in the context of personnel selection is an actual concern among 
researchers. We tested the effect of frame of reference (FOR) on the predictive validity of a Big Five measure in the context of 
personnel selection, where other two predictors were contained. The sample size was realistic for a small business enterprise (N = 
36). Agreeability was the only dimension showing predictive validity (FOR effect). Results suggested also that narrow 
dimensions were more useful predictors in the contextualized measure of personality adding incremental validity over cognitive 
ability and job knowledge.  
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1. Introduction  
Predictors of job performance have always been a hot area in personnel selection domain and although much 
have been written the topic is still open. According to Robertson & Smith (2001), “probably the most significant 
change within the personnel selection research literature in the last decade or so has been the increased confidence 
that researchers have in the validity of most personnel selection methods” (p. 442). We go further and sustain that 
probably the most significant change has been the increasing usage and acceptance of personality inventories as 
valid predictors in personnel selection (see Barrick & Mount, 1991) and this was because of the advent of Five-
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Factor model and meta-analysis studies (Tett & Christiansen, 2007). That “popularity is no indication of validity” 
(Matthews, Deary & Whiteman, 2009, p. 411) is highlighted by modest magnitude of criterion validity seen by some 
authors as “disappointing low” (Murphy in Morgeson et al., 2007, p. 693) and not changing much than those 
obtained by Guion & Gottier in 1965 (Cortina & Ingerick, 2005), a fact more prominent when compared to 
cognitive ability (see Campion in Morgeson et al., 2007). 
Frame of reference is one of the method concerns with improvement of construct measurement (Sackett & 
Lievens, 2008). Schmit, Ryan, Stierwalt & Powell (1995) noted that most personality inventories consists of general 
items involving a variety of contexts that individuals may rely on when answering the test. In this order, “providing 
the same frame of reference to all applicants (e.g., using items that specifically refer to behavior at work) may, 
therefore, improve the predictive validity of personality inventories” (p. 608). By simple adding “at school” at the 
end of the item and having manipulated instructions for administration, they obtained a contextualized questionnaire 
that affected validity in sense of increasing in predicting grade point average (GPA). The psychometric properties of 
test (Schmit et al., 1995), and test perception (Holtz, Ployhart & Dominguez, 2005) are not affected.  
FOR effect has been replicated and extended to all Big Five dimensions and controlled for cognitive ability (see 
Bing, Whanger, Davison & VanHook, 2004; Hunthausen, Truxillo, Bauer & Hammer, 2003; Pace & Brannick, 
2010) findings reporting higher criterion-related validities of FOR measures and incremental validity over cognitive 
ability, comparing to generic personality inventories (for a review see Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012).  
2. Method 
Present study examines the FOR effect on personality inventory brought upon selection procedure that consists of 
other two predictors: cognitive ability and job knowledge. We hypothesized that predictors would follow the rank 
order of the validity reported by Schmidt & Hunter (1998): cognitive ability, job knowledge and personality. As a 
second hypothesis, we asserted that would be a significant increase in predictive validity of each of the Big Five 
dimensions when using a contextualized personality measure than a generic one. Also, incremental validity over 
cognitive ability and job knowledge would be higher in FOR condition. 
2.1. Participants 
The sample consisted of 36 candidates for a financial entry-level position within a financial consultancy firm. 
The range age was between 22 and 28 with a mean of 24. Of these participants 62% were females and 38% were 
males. All participants have a background in finance or accounting with a minimal work experience (maximum a 
year) 
2.2. Measures
Personality was assessed via a forced-choice personality inventory: Big Five©plus (240-Item Version; Constantin 
et al., 2008). Logic behind choosing the format consists in assumption of reducing self-presentation, a FOR effect 
that was speculated might appear in FOR items (see Schmit et al., 1995) and of proving higher validity than other 
formats (Bartram, 2007). FOR effect was obtained by simply adding “at work” either at the end or the beginning of 
an  item  (example  “When  going  to  parties  at  work  a)  I  try  to  discuss  with  strangers;  b)  I  prefer  to  stay  among  
friends”). Cognitive ability was measured by Raven Advanced Progressive Matrices (Raven, Raven & Court, 2003), 
where the number of correct answers being the used indicator. Test knowledge was an in-house test aimed to assess 
accounting and financial knowledge. Job performance was obtained through supervisory ratings.  
2.3. Procedure 
Data on predictors were gathered during 2 rounds of selection (multiple hurdles). In first round, 20 candidates 
were selected, 10 more being selected after 1 year. The last 6 candidates were selected in between as a consequence 
for turnover. Test knowledge was first administrated and had the role of admission in selection. Personality 
inventories (both generic and FOR formats) and Raven test followed. Cut-off for Raven test was applied, while 
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personality inventories were considered as adding information to decision. After 6 months of employment a 
performance evaluation process was conducted (supervisory ratings of overall job performance).  
3. Results 
Cognitive ability (factor g) and job knowledge were both found as valid predictors for job performance, in 
accordance to other studies. Table 1 shows means, standard deviations and correlations of study variables with job 
performance. Strictly referring to Big Five dimensions, data did not support the first two hypotheses. Except for the 
Agreeability dimension that in FOR condition conducted to a negative correlation to overall performance. The 
magnitude identified (r = - .37) we report as moderate although it is larger than the average validity reported in their 
meta-analysis by Shaffer & Postlethwaite (2012) for contextualized inventory (r = .15). Also, this result is contrary 
to Barrick & Mount (1991) who reported Agreeableness as a non useful predictor, but consistent to Tett, Jackson & 
Rothstein (1991) who find it as the most powerful predictor among all occupations (r = .22). 
Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of study variables with job performance 
Variables Job performance 
Knowledge 
Test 
Cognitive 
Ability 
Agreeability Conscientiousness Opening Extraversion Neuroticism 
Mean 
Standard deviation 
2.955 
.2550 
8.1083 
.91396 
27.14 
4.183 
6.14 
3.155 
7.06 
3.014 
5.61 
2.811 
6.08 
2.951 
3.92 
2.677 
Correlation to job 
performance  
1 .462** .421* -.013 -.042 .096 -.009 .215 
Mean 
Standard deviation 
2.955 
.2550 
8.1083 
.91396 
27.14 
4.183 
5.42 
2.761 
7.58 
2.579 
5.47 
2.813 
5.56 
3.037 
3.89 
2.572 
Correlation to job 
performance 
1 .462** .421* -.370* .223 .050 -.065 .265 
Note: *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed); **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); N=36; 1 - Non altered 
personality inventory format, 2 – Altered (FOR) personality inventory format 
The fact that one dimension correlates with job performance, leaded us to further investigate the relation between 
supervisory ratings and Big Five sub-dimensions. In non altered application of Big Five©plus, Emotionality (sub-
dimension of Opening) showed correlations both with job performance (r = -.431, p = .009) and cognitive ability (r 
= -.335, p = .046). Anger (sub-dimension of Neuroticism) correlated only with job performance (r = .347, p = .038). 
In altered application of Big Five©plus, 6 sub-dimensions distributed among 3 dimensions showed correlations with 
job performance. Negative correlations with job performance were obtained for 3 sub-dimensions of Agreeability 
(Altruism, Trust and Morality; r = -.356, -.516, -.353; p = .033, .001, .035) and Emotionality (r = -.428, p = .009), 
while positive correlations were found for Cautiousness (sub-dimension of Conscientiousness; r = .366, p = .028) 
and Anger (r = .388, p = .019). Trust was the only one that correlated with knowledge test also (r = -.397, p = .017). 
Morality correlated negatively with cognitive ability (r = -.397, p = .017). The difference of .003 between 
Emotionality coefficients is insignificant and the same result was found in case of Anger (p > .05).  
Hierarchical regression analyses were used to test incremental validity that FOR personality items could bring 
over cognitive ability and job knowledge. The order of entry of study variables (cognitive ability, job knowledge and 
personality) was determined a priori since the evidence suggested by the specific literature (Schmidt & Hunter, 
1998). Although Agreeability correlated with job performance, it brought no incremental validity over cognitive 
ability and test knowledge (F(1,32) = 3.389, p = .075).  
Moving analysis to narrow dimensions, separate analysis were conducted for both formats of Big Five©plus. 
Although Popa (2010) recommends that variables should be introduced in regression once the Bonferroni correction 
(p = .05/no of variables) had been applied, we went for the strategy in 2 phases due to low value of N (36): 1) all 
predictors that correlated to criterion were inserted in regression; 2) predictors that proved no utility were eliminated 
and regression was remade. In general format, Anger was kept since Emotionality contribution was insignificant (t = 
-1.864, p = .072). In FOR format, Altruism, Morality and Cautiousness (t = -.569, -.113, 1.866, p = .574, .911, .073) 
were removed. Emotionality was sensitive since p = .051 and again based on N value, was inserted in second 
phases. Table 3 shows results. Adding personality as predictor conducted to an increase in validity of the selection 
procedure in both non-altered and altered Big Five©plus administrations ('R2 = .093, F(1,32) = 5.335, p = .028, 
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respective 'R2 = .268, F(3,30) = 7.010, p = .001) with a clear evidence in favor of FOR. Besides a greater 
incremental validity, the value of FOR resides in taking into consideration 2 narrow dimensions that otherwise 
would have been eliminated. 
4. Conclusion 
This study has both practical and theoretical implications on personnel selection practice. From the practical 
point of view, it demonstrates that usage of personality even if the context is an exploratory one, is not in vain. From 
theoretical perspective, it highlights the call for specificity and what it is known as bandwidth-fidelity' dilemma 
(Hough & Oswald, 2000), suggesting that in some conditions, narrow dimensions may have a greater validity than 
broad dimensions (see Ones et al., 2005). Specificity means not a call to give up to general or commercial 
personality inventories, but in order to increase the test validity companies should use not any context as reference 
(Shaffer & Postlethwaite, 2012; Hunthausen et al., 2003; Morgeson et al., 2007) but the one that is conceptually 
relevant to the criterion (Lievens, De Corte & Schollaert, 2008). At broad, we may consider that our results are in 
line with those showing the incremental value of personality over cognitive ability (see Bing et al., 2004; 
Hunthausen et al., 2003) but differ of them by the fact that neither Conscientiousness nor its facets are valid 
predictors of job performance (see Schmit et al, 1995; Barrick & Mount, 1991). The main advantage of this study 
lies in being conducted on applicants thus responding to Hunthausen et al. (2003) call for concurrent validity. The 
main limit of study resides in the modest volume of candidates (N=36), still reflecting the reality: it is difficult for 
small business enterprise to accumulate a large number of candidates in a relative limited period of time.  
Table 2. Hierarchical Regression of Cognitive Ability, Test Knowledge and Personality Sub-dimensions 
Non altered personality inventory format FOR personality inventory format 
Variables R2 'R2 E R2 'R2 E
Step 1 .177 .177 .177 .177 
Cognitive ability .421* .421* 
Step 2 .349 .171 .349 .171 
Cognitive ability .370* .370* 
Knowledge test .417** .417** 
Step 3 .442 .093 .617 .268 
Cognitive ability .360* .309* 
Knowledge test .398** .294* 
Anger .306* .368** 
Trust  -.371** 
Emotionality -.295* 
Note: *p < .05; **p < .01
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